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Forests in Virginia Woolf’s Novel, 
The Voyage Out
Mayuko NAKAZAWA
In Virginia Woolf’s first novel, The Voyage Out (1915), forests and trees 
are described repeatedly, suggesting they have significant roles in the story. 
Usually, when critics refer to trees in the novel, they insist on their sym-
bolical use or limit their analysis to a selection of a few passages. I argue, 
however, that forests and trees in the novel have much more important 
functions and are not used in mere conventional ways. They function mainly 
as confined spaces and as trees. Furthermore, the functions of forests are 
not replaceable by those of other things. Forests have similarities to the 
human mind. Trees are also seen in Woolf’s other novels, but forests rarely 
appear there. In this novel, she explores the nature of forests and how they 
relate to humans. 
Woolf’s interest in woods and trees in her daily life is clear in several 
of her works. For instance, in her short story “The Mark on the Wall” 
(1917), the narrator says: 
Wood is a pleasant thing to think about. It comes from a tree; and 
trees grow, and we don’t know how they grow. For years and years 
they grow, without paying any attention to us, in meadows, in forests, 
and by the side of rivers—all things one likes to think about . . . I 
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like to think of the tree itself: first the close dry sensation of being 
wood; then the grinding of the storm; then the slow, delicious ooze 
of sap . . . One by one the fibres snap beneath the immense cold 
pressure of the earth, then the last storm comes and, falling, the 
highest branches drive deep into the ground again. Even so, life 
isn’t done with; there are a million patient, watchful lives still for 
a tree, all over the world . . . (CSF 88-89) 
Like the narrator here, Woolf’s characters in other novels often express 
interest in woods and trees. Also, when planning to write The Voyage 
Out, Woolf mentions the word “woods” in her letter to Clive Bell, her 
brother-in-law: 
I think a great deal of my future, and settle what book I am to 
write—how I shall re-form the novel and capture multitudes of 
things at present fugitive, enclose the whole, and shape infinite 
strange shapes. I take a good look at woods in the sunset, and fix 
men who are breaking stones with an intense gaze, meant to sever 
them from the past and the future . . . (L I 356) 
This concern with the woods finds expression when she wrote the novel. 
Clive Bell, who is considered to be a model of Terence Hewet in the novel,1 
wrote to her about the novel in recognition of her power: 
There are a hundred things that I long to talk or ask about, but 
I have time for this only; your power (to which I think I have 
always done justice) of lifting the veil & showing inanimate things 
in the mystery & beauty of their reality appears once or twice to 
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equal—to excel rather—well never mind—; it is all very exciting 
and delightful, but in a day or two I hope to feel more securely 
critical. (qtd. in Bell I 208) 
Bell praises the way she describes the world of things, however, one feels 
that the world of nature is no exception and worthy of discussion. 
Woolf recognizes the special effects forests have on people and sees 
them as living companions. Thus, she regards them not just as things that 
exist in their own right but as something that relate to the inner life of her 
characters and as well as to the afterlife. She does this in her short story 
“The Mark on the Wall”: 
But after life. The slow pulling down of thick green stalks so 
that the cup of the flower, as it turns over, deluges one with purple 
and red light. Why, after all, should one not be born there as one 
is born here, helpless, speechless, unable to focus one’s eyesight, 
groping at the roots of the grass, at the toes of the Giants? As for 
saying which are trees, and which are men and women, or whether 
there are such things, that one won’t be in a condition to do for 
fifty years or so. (CSF 84) 
Forests and trees are closely related to human consciousness. The Voyage 
Out is part of Woolf’s attempt to examine life itself including “the life 
within” (251). 
I. Different Functions of Forests
In The Voyage Out, forests mainly serve to signify either a space or natural 
objects (of course, trees). In the novel, Woolf uses the words “tree(s),” 
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“forest,” and “woods” a number of times without making any distinctions.2 
Certainly the words “forest” and “woods” refer to the same area in the 
novel (270). Though she mixes these words in use, she nevertheless gives 
forests distinct functions and characteristics. 
First of all, forests function as a confined space for the characters. When 
six of the characters in the novel make an expedition to see a certain 
native village and the people there, they enter a vast and dense forest. 
As the forest is an enclosed place, it is mentioned as being a “shelter of 
. . . trees” (267), a “wall of trees” (279) and as a “green cloud of trees” 
(264). The forest is covered thickly with trees and described as follows: 
“The trees and the undergrowth seemed to be strangling each other near 
the ground in a multitudinous wrestle; while here and there a splendid tree 
towered high above the swarm, shaking its thin green umbrellas lightly 
in the upper air” (267). As the forest is covered and cannot be seen from 
places outside, it serves as a private area for the characters. When Rachel 
Vinrace and Terence Hewet take a walk in “the woods” (270) or into “the 
depths of the forest” (270), they solidify their feelings for each other (271). 
Here the woods provide them with a significant place to talk in private. 
Forests in the novel not only work as a confined space but have the 
characteristic of universality. From Chapter VII, the setting of the novel is 
Santa Marina, a fictitious place in South America. The forests are described 
or mentioned countless times, but they rarely appear with the characteristics 
of tropical forests. There is just one exception where the trees are expressed 
as tropical: “tropical bushes with their sword-like leaves grew at the side 
. . .” (270). Instead of being described as tropical, South American forests 
in the novel are sometimes likened to English forests. For instance, the 
South American forest is depicted as follows: “Whether made by man, or 
for some reason preserved by nature, there was a wide pathway striking 
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through the forest at right angles to the river. It resembled a drive in an 
English forest . . .” (270). At another time, the position and lay of the 
trees reminds the characters of English trees: “‘It almost reminds one of 
an English park,’ said Mr. Flushing . . . As far as they could gaze, this 
lawn rose and sank with the undulating motion of an old English park” 
(279). At other times, the South American forests in the novel are simply 
described as common forests; they are neither exotic nor tropical. Since 
the novel is fictional, even trees that are not supposed to grow in South 
America appear. For instance, as Paul Sterry points out, cedars are “confined 
to Europe and Asia” (104). Nevertheless, they also appear in the novel in 
a South American setting. It might be noted that Woolf had never been to 
South America (Lee 34). Therefore, it can be said that the forests described 
in the novel have universal characteristics.
Forests in the novel also share a certain unknowability, while being silent 
and dark. The forest that the characters enter during their expedition in 
Santa Marina is especially described that way. For instance, when Rachel 
and Terence walk into the woods, the woods are likened to the sea: “As 
they passed into the depths of the forest the light grew dimmer, and the 
noises of the ordinary world were replaced by those creaking and sighing 
sounds which suggest to the traveller in a forest that he is walking at the 
bottom of the sea” (270). When the characters make their way into the 
forest along a river by boat, Helen Ambrose senses the mysterious aspects 
of the forest: “Whether the unfamiliarity of the forest was the cause of it, or 
something less definite, she could not determine” (278). As the expedition 
party advances through the forest, darkness eventually envelops them. Such 
a scene is described as follows: “They seemed to be driving into the heart 
of the night, for the trees closed in front of them, and they could hear all 
round them the rustling of leaves. The great darkness had the usual effect 
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of taking away all desire for communication by making their words sound 
thin and small . . .” (265). Here the forest is a silent and dark place. This 
coincides with the inner lives of the characters.3 
Forests also function as a gathering of various types of plants, the main 
components, of course, being trees. Unlike the way Woolf focuses on forests 
as a confined but indefinite space, this characteristic of forests as a group 
of trees is clearer. Forests as an amalgamation of different kinds of trees 
function as animate, indifferent, or solid things. Trees in the novel are once 
in a while indicated by their variety or condition. Not so many kinds of trees 
are mentioned in the novel, but several varieties stand out clearly: olive, 
magnolia, cedar, palm, bamboo and plane. At times, trees are depicted as 
slim, tall or fallen (269, 275)4. Most descriptions are straightforward, having 
no particular symbolism or significance. One exception is cypress trees. 
These trees, appearing three times in the novel, have negative connotations 
traditionally associated with this kind of tree, cypresses being “a symbol 
of mourning” (SOED 590). Alluded to early in the story, they infer that 
Rachel will pass away and not return to England with her companions. 
The cypress trees first appear when the English ship Euphrosyne arrives 
in South America: “ . . . at intervals cypresses striped the hill with black 
bars” (88). They next appear during a conversation between Helen and St. 
John Hirst: “ . . . the cypresses appeared very black between the roofs, and 
the roofs themselves were brown and white” (209). When they appear a 
third time, Rachel is on the verge of death: “With a mixture of fear and 
loathing he [Terence] looked at the slim black cypress trees which were 
still visible in the garden, and heard the unfamiliar creaking and grating 
sounds which show that the earth is still hot” (344). Thus, Woolf uses 
cypresses in the traditional way as having a negative meaning. It might 
also be noted that, although several kinds of trees appear in the novel, no 
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special emphasis is given to a single tree, unlike the oak tree in Orlando. 
Trees are also depicted as being indifferent to humans. This indifference 
is mentioned several times in the novel. When Rachel, for instance, is 
under some trees with Terence, she thinks about how they live for a long 
time: “So it would go on for ever and ever, she said, those women sitting 
under the trees, the trees and the river” (285). The characters are aware 
that trees, while existing independently, outlive them in terms of their life 
span. A passage in the novel alludes to this: 
The time of Elizabeth was only distant from the present time by a 
moment of space compared with the ages which had passed since the 
water had run between those banks, and the green thickets swarmed 
there, and the small trees grown to huge wrinkled trees in solitude. 
Changing only with the change of the sun and the clouds, the waving 
green mass had stood there for century after century, and the water 
had run between its banks ceaselessly, sometimes washing away 
earth and sometimes the branches of trees . . . (264) 
Another passage repeats the idea that, compared to humans, trees exist for 
a long time and, again, that they are indifferent to humans: “Suddenly he 
saw it all. He saw the room and the garden, and the trees moving in the 
air, they could go on without her; she could die” (348). This scene occurs 
when Terence is worried about Rachel dying. Thus, having a life of their 
own, trees in the background exist independent of humans, nor do they 
represent the characters themselves or the characters’ feelings. Although 
N. C. Thakur insists that Woolf “herself had employed this method of 
using landscape and natural surroundings symbolically . . .” (19) in The 
Voyage Out, this is not the case; trees do not function in such a simple 
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and conventional way. 
Now, while trees live independent of humans, they do give the characters 
a sense of security and certainty. This is something the characters look for 
throughout the novel. In some passages, for instance, the characters are 
discussed in terms of “safety” and “security”: “[Rachel’s] sense of safety 
was shaken, as if beneath twigs and dead leaves she had seen the movement 
of a snake” (263), “ . . . so one reached at last this calm, this quiet, this 
certainty, and it was this process that people called living” (314), “ . . . 
for [Rachel] had never felt this independence, this calm, and this certainty 
. . .” (315). The characters seek to depend on something stable and solid. 
Terence thinks the following way when Rachel is on her deathbed: “Never 
again would he feel secure; he would never believe in the stability of life, 
or forget what depths of pain lie beneath small happiness and feelings of 
content and safety” (345). At one point, the narrator also writes: “ . . . it 
seemed as if the world were once more solid and entire . . .” (303). The 
characters look for—and find—certainty in trees. When Terence is in the 
garden at dusk, he feels this way: “The waves beat on the shore far away, 
and the soft wind passed through the branches of the trees, seeming to 
encircle him with peace and security, with dark and nothingness” (343). 
Also, just before this scene, he sees “the shapes of trees” (342). This 
gives him a sense of security. Also, when Rachel is very ill in bed, she 
is very aware of the trees’ existence: “Owing to the heat and the dancing 
air the garden too looked strange—the trees were either too near or too 
far, and her head almost certainly ached” (327). She looks for something 
solid during her illness. 
Since trees are both independent of but still close to the characters, their 
existence induces them to meditate. Each character bears different thoughts 
by looking at trees. For instance, trees sometimes become the subject of a 
― 260 ― ― 261 ―
characters’ conversation: “On the bank grew those trees which Helen had 
said it was worth the voyage out merely to see” (173). In another part, 
after a short description of wild trees, two characters, Hirst and Helen, 
react to the scene. Hirst says: “‘These trees get on one’s nerves—it’s all 
so crazy. God’s undoubtedly mad. What sane person could have conceived 
a wilderness like this, and peopled it with apes and alligators? I should 
go mad if I lived here—raving mad’” (275). In response, Helen rebuffs 
him: “She bade him look at the way things massed themselves—look at 
the amazing colours, look at the shapes of the trees” (275). The trees are 
stable, always present, and apparently changing little. This elicits Hirst’s 
curse in the passage above. In short, the trees make the characters think 
and react in different ways. 
In other ways, too, trees affect the characters. A tree makes Rachel think, 
while giving her a revelation. One day, during her walk before luncheon, 
a tree calls her attention and helps her find something important in life: 
It was an ordinary tree, but to her it appeared so strange that it 
might have been the only tree in the world. Dark was the trunk in 
the middle, and the branches sprang here and there, leaving jagged 
intervals of light between them as distinctly as if it had but that 
second risen from the ground. Having seen a sight that would last 
her for a lifetime, and for a lifetime would preserve that second, 
the tree once more sank into the ordinary ranks of trees . . . (174). 
Alice Kelley comments on this scene, “Here a factual object has sud-
denly transcended its physical boundaries to take on gigantic and symbolic 
importance; . . . and has given Rachel another glimpse of the timeless, 
universal world of vision” (27). Though it is “an ordinary tree,” it makes 
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her see the world in a new way. This insight derives from the nature of 
trees. Also, this event reappears in Rachel’s memory later in the novel: “ . . 
. a significance like that which she had seen in the tree” (223). In the first 
scene above, trees impinge on her thoughts. Trees, it may be noted, also 
affect other characters and even intervene during their conversation. In the 
following scene, as Helen talks with Hirst, a bush has an effect on them: 
It was a beautiful bush, spreading very widely, and all the time she 
had sat there talking she had been noticing the patches of shade 
and the shape of the leaves, and the way the great white flowers 
sat in the midst of the green. She had noticed it half-consciously, 
but nevertheless the pattern had become part of their talk. (209) 
In the passage, Helen is almost aware that the bush has works on them. 
Trees also have the effect of bringing characters into a world of fancy 
and of soothing them. For instance, when Rachel becomes fed up with 
Hirst at a party, she goes outside and finds help in the trees: 
The forms of great black trees rose massively in front of her. She 
stood still, looking at them, shivering slightly with anger and excite-
ment . . . . 
“There are trees,” she said aloud. Would the trees make up for St. 
John Hirst? She would be a Persian princess far from civilisation, 
riding her horse upon the mountains alone, and making her women 
sing to her in the evening, far from all this, from the strife and men 
and women . . . (155) 
Thus, the trees calm Rachel’s anger, while encouraging her to imagine a 
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more pleasant scene. 
Terence experiences something similar. When he has no help and needs 
something to mentally rely on, he looks at some trees. Then he feels 
pacified and is likewise brought into a world of reverie. Feeling helpless 
in regard to Rachel’s illness, he stands outside musing: 
As he stood there in the darkness, able only to see the shapes of 
trees through the fine grey light, he was overcome by a desire to 
escape, to have done with this suffering, to forget that Rachel was 
ill. He allowed himself to lapse into forgetfulness of everything. As 
if a wind that had been raging incessantly suddenly fell asleep, the 
fret and strain and anxiety which had been pressing on him passed 
away. He seemed to stand in an unvexed space of air, on a little 
island by himself; he was free and immune from pain . . . . Surely 
the world of strife and fret and anxiety was not the real world, but 
this was the real world, the world that lay beneath the superficial 
world, so that, whatever happened, one was secure. (342-43) 
Even a glimpse of the trees fills his heart with peace. A little later, he 
once again looks at the trees in the garden (344) and then, outside and 
starts thinking: 
The light of his candle flickered over the boughs of a tree outside 
the window, and as the branch swayed in the darkness there came 
before his mind a picture of all the world that lay outside his window; 
he thought of the immense river and the immense forest, the vast 
stretches of dry earth and the plains of the sea that encircled the 
earth; from the sea the sky rose steep and enormous, and the air 
― 264 ―
washed profoundly between the sky and the sea. (345) 
After this, he begins to think about the uncultivated part of the world, the 
vastness of the universe and the minuteness of humans (345). He keeps 
on thinking that way “until he almost [forgets] the time and the place” 
(346). In both passages, a glimpse at the trees helps him to enter his inner 
world, freeing him of all his concerns. Here, as elsewhere, it can be seen 
how trees have a close relation to the way people think and feel. Another 
passage from the novel demonstrates that trees coax the characters to relate 
to their subconscious: 
In profound peace, enveloped in deeper unconsciousness than had 
been his for many nights, he lay on deck watching the tee-tops [sic] 
change their position slightly against the sky, and arch themselves, 
and sink and tower huge, until he passed from seeing them into 
dreams where he lay beneath the shadow of vast trees, looking up 
into the sky. (266) 
Here the sight of trees induces Terence to dream, in fact, they even appear 
in his dream. This effect of the trees to draw characters into their inner 
world seems to come from the trees’ solidity—their firm, objective state 
of being. 
II. Objects and Other Natural Things 
Woolf also puts value on objects and other natural things in the novel. 
There are similarities between forests and other things, but Woolf differenti-
ates forests from them. She sees forests as having more significance, and 
so, gives them special functions and effects. 
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Inanimate objects appear here and there in the novel and catch the char-
acters’ attention. Their solidity and stability seem similar to that of trees. 
As things stand still, they become the objects of characters’ gaze: “[Rachel] 
was overcome with awe that things should exist at all . . . She continued 
to be conscious of these vast masses of substance for a long stretch of 
time . . .” (125). In the final scene of the novel after Rachel’s death, Hirst, 
although partly asleep, is acutely aware of the things of people near him: 
“ . . . he lay half-asleep, and yet vividly conscious of everything around 
him. Across his eyes passed a procession of objects, black and indistinct, 
the figures of people picking up their books, their cards, their balls of wool, 
their work-baskets, and passing him one after another on their way to bed” 
(375). In both scenes above, the characters look at objects and think of the 
certainty and continuity of their existence. In another part of the novel, the 
narrator states: “The paper lay directly beneath the clock; the two together 
seeming to represent stability in a changing world” (117). In this passage, 
the narrator focuses on the stability of objects. Still, although objects have 
a stability and solidity like that of trees, there is a difference. Objects are 
inanimate. However, unlike objects, trees are depicted as animate things: 
“ . . . a massive green tree stood over them as if it were a moving force 
held at rest” (259). Since objects are not living, they fail to give revelations 
to the characters or to have much influence on them, even when they are 
gazed at. 
Except for trees, natural things like the sea and rivers also appear fre-
quently throughout the novel. Like the characteristics of forests or trees, 
water is depicted as being common to natural things, being universal, 
unknown, and as long-existent. Thus, in the narrator’s description of a 
South American landscape, we read about the vast oneness of the water, 
a hint of its universality: 
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The sea, though it was a thin and sparkling water here, which seemed 
incapable of surge or anger, eventually narrowed itself, clouded its 
pure tint with grey, and swirled through narrow channels and dashed 
in a shiver of broken waters against massive granite rocks. It was 
this sea that flowed up to the mouth of the Thames; and the Thames 
washed the roots of the city of London. (210) 
Here the narrator suggests that the sea is linked all around the globe. 
Another characteristic of water is its unknowability. The river that the 
expedition party glided on is described as “black water” (266) and “unknown 
waters” (266). Also, in another part of the story, there is the phrase, “an 
unknown sea” (176). Water is depicted as something that cannot be fully 
understood. Its other characteristic is its existence from time immemorial. 
Like trees, but unlike human life, water has an element of immeasurable 
greatness because of its continuity: “[Helen] became acutely conscious 
of the little limbs, the thin veins, the delicate flesh of men and women, 
which breaks so easily and lets the life escape compared with these great 
trees and deep waters” (286). Thus, as part of nature, water and forests 
have common characteristics. Water also has a close connection to human 
consciousness. Avrom Fleishman notes, “The image of undersea life is 
used a number of times in this text to suggest a state of consciousness 
outside the ordinary, yet offering an eerie simulacrum of it” (12). Trees 
are also closely related to the characters’ inner world, as we have seen. 
Yet, there is a vast difference between water and trees. As already noted, 
Woolf gives trees special functions because of their solidity. Since water 
has a less solid form than trees, it does not offer humans as much spiritual 
support. Characters try to find stability and certainty in their lives, but 
water lacks this quality. 
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Other natural elements, such as clouds or cloudscapes, are similar to 
water in that they are formless and changeable. As in the case of water, 
clouds also have a connection to the human mind: “Her mind was as the 
landscape outside when dark beneath clouds and straitly lashed by wind 
and hail” (223). Additionally, cloudscapes have the conventional function 
of symbolizing the characters’ feelings, while also having the capacity to 
foretell events to come. As far as the clouds are concerned, Thakur’s claim 
(19) is applicable. The halo around the moon (354), which is caused by 
clouds, suggests not only rain the next day but also everyone’s mood after 
Rachel’s death. Also, the sunny clouds that gather during her walk with 
Terence symbolize their peaceful feelings: “The substantial blue day had 
faded to a paler and more ethereal blue; the clouds were pink, far away 
and closely packed together; and the peace of evening had replaced the 
heat of the southern afternoon, in which they had started on their walk” 
(218). Thus, with the exception of trees, natural things are similar in the 
sense that they are not so stable and, hence, less certain. 
Even supernatural forces operating behind nature are taken up in the 
story. As natural things share some unknown characteristics, some inexpli-
cable occurrences in the novel are brought about by even more uncertain 
powers. For instance, Terence thinks that Rachel’s illness is caused by 
some unknown force: “When, on the first day of her illness, it became 
clear that she would not be absolutely well, . . . Terence was filled with 
resentment, not against her, but against the force outside them which was 
separating them” (331-32). Here he is angry not at her illness but at the 
strange force causing it. In other parts of the novel, the force is described 
as something like the sea: “ . . . the world outside, when she tried to think 
of it, appeared distinctly further off. The glassy, cool, translucent wave was 
almost visible before her, curling up at the end of the bed . . .” (329). We 
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read, furthermore, “She saw nothing and heard nothing but a faint booming 
sound, which was the sound of the sea rolling over her head. While all 
her tormentors thought that she was dead, she was not dead, but curled 
up at the bottom of the sea” (341). The sound of the sea in this scene 
is not from the actual sea, but of Rachel’s inner world audible only to 
her, as Emma Sutton points out “[Rachel’s] increasing isolation from the 
‘sounds’ of the ‘outer world’” (187). Concerning the force behind nature, 
Julia Briggs observes: “Dreams, nightmares, hallucinations, illness, death 
all come from somewhere beyond conscious will or choice, however much 
our state of mind may lay us open to them” (12). Briggs also analyzes 
Rachel’s illness as follows: “In the end, the unplumbed depths, the dark 
and sticky pool of what we fear but cannot understand or deal with, rises 
and overwhelms the novel’s heroine” (4). Thus, natural things, including 
the forces behind them, have an uncertainty and unknowability about them. 
Though inanimate objects and natural things both have some common 
characteristics which they share with forests and trees, they cannot fully 
replace the functions of trees. 
III. Woolf’s Idea of Life
The fact that forests have two paradoxical characteristics—certainty and 
uncertainty—coincides with Woolf’s idea of life. As she records in her 
diary, she sometimes wonders about the nature of life: 
 Now is life very solid or very shifting? I am haunted by the two 
contradictions. This has gone on for ever; will last for ever; goes 
down to the bottom of the world—this moment I stand on. Also it is 
transitory, flying, diaphanous. I shall pass like a cloud on the waves. 
Perhaps it may be that though we change, one flying after another, 
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so quick, so quick, yet we are somehow successive and continuous 
we human beings, and show the light through. (AWD 138) 
The latter half of the passage suggests that Woolf feels both aspects of 
life—its solidity as well as its uncertainty—are viable. In her second novel, 
Night and Day (1919), one of the characters, Ralph, thinks about the same 
thing: “He had a strange sensation that he was both lighthouse and bird; 
he was steadfast and brilliant; and at the same time he was whirled, with 
all other things, senseless against the glass” (334). The passage figuratively 
suggests his feeling that life is both solid and unstable. In The Voyage Out, 
Rachel feels that her life is “a real everlasting thing” (84), but life is also 
depicted as uncertain, including the human inner world. Though Woolf 
wavers between the two ideas, she recognizes both characteristics of life. 
Since forests and human life have similar characteristics, she thinks highly 
of forests and makes them bear significant functions. 
Another related concern of Woolf in The Voyage Out is life’s mergence. 
She keeps questioning whether the forms of life—and life itself—are united 
or separate. Hermione Lee discusses this point: “ . . . Virginia Woolf, in the 
style and content of The Voyage Out, is vacillating between the satirical, 
divisive view of existence and the merging, unifying view” (47). In the 
novel, both ideas appear frequently. At one time, Rachel thinks her life 
is “unmergeable” (84). Yet, there are images of merging between Rachel 
and Terence: “The words did more to unite them . . . . they were joined 
for ever” (303). Another example appears in Rachel’s last moment: “ . . 
. they seemed to be thinking together; he [Terence] seemed to be Rachel 
as well as himself . . . . They had now what they had always wanted to 
have, the union . . .” (353). He even feels this as “their complete union” 
(353). In these passages, the inner worlds of the characters seem united. 
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The image of merging also appears in the form of bubbles and flames. In 
an early scene between Rachel and Richard Dalloway, Rachel has such 
a feeling: “She stirred her tea round and round; the bubbles which swam 
and clustered in the cup seemed to her like the union of their minds” (56). 
Hewet explains to Hirst his vision of life by using images of bubbles and 
flames: “You can’t see my bubble; I can’t see yours; all we see of each 
other is a speck, like the wick in the middle of that flame. The flame goes 
about with us everywhere; it’s not ourselves exactly, but what we feel . 
. .” (109). Just after this, Hewet concludes that if bubbles ran into each 
other, it would result in an enormous world (109). Later, he again tries to 
explain to Evelyn Murgatroyd his idea of human life using the image of 
flames: “‘We don’t care for people because of their qualities,’ he tried to 
explain. ‘It’s just them that we care for,’—he struck a match—‘just that,’ 
he said, pointing to the flames” (192-93). As both bubbles and flames 
are formless, they are used as images of merging. The inclusion of both 
merging and non-merging images in the novel suggests that Woolf sees 
life as having both characteristics. 
As forests have aspects of uncertainty and unknowability, human minds 
also have those characteristics, while having close relations to forests. Figu-
rative trees sometimes appear in the mind of the characters. For instance, 
Rachel compares herself to “a wizened tree” (71). Terence sees himself as 
being rooted: “I feel solid; immensely solid; the legs of my chair might be 
rooted in the bowels of the earth” (293). Thus, he feels that he has roots 
like living trees. These tree-images that the characters envisage in themselves 
have a relation to their inner selves. Since both forests and human inner 
worlds have a certain unknowability, along with a certain solidity, forests 
and humans are similar and have a close relationship. Fleishman implies 
the connection between forests and humans when he writes: “[Terence’s] 
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journey into the jungle and into a special state of mind are made one” (7). 
There is another reason why the forests in the novel and human minds 
have affinities. This can be related to Woolf’s reasons for choosing Santa 
Marina, a fictional place in foreign South America, as the main setting 
for the novel. There are several considerable reasons for her choice, but 
it seems that her underlying aim is to provide an unfamiliar setting in 
order to show its affinities with the human mind. She tries to depict life 
focusing on inner lives of humans in her writings as well as in this novel, 
even though many of the critics rank it as a conventional type of novel, 
which only deals with superficial facts. James Hafley insists that “ . . . 
The Voyage Out is far more concerned with ‘insides’ than with ‘outsides’” 
(24). Also, by setting the novel in a South American forest, Woolf tries 
to give forests universal characteristics. The land’s unfamiliarity leads to 
universality. There is a passage in Woolf’s essay Three Guineas (1938) 
which alludes to this: “ . . . ‘in fact, as a woman, I have no country. As a 
woman I want no country. As a woman my country is the whole world’” 
(234). Woolf puts great importance on the idea of universality. Nature is 
shown to have unknown, unfamiliar and universal aspects, as can be read 
in the following arguments. Jane Wheare points out about nature in the 
novel: “The main characters’ glimpse into the world of the South American 
jungle, . . . leads to a questioning of nature’s goodness . . .” (xviii). Also, 
Briggs sees Rachel’s view of nature “as indifferent or even hostile to human 
life” (11). To pursue her intention of depicting “real” life, Woolf focuses 
on those aspects of the forests in the fictitious and unfamiliar land. 
For Woolf, forests are closely related to human inner worlds and afterlife. 
In The Voyage Out, the trees are connected to the world that Terence feels 
in his consciousness (342-43). Also, phantom trees appear in Rachel’s 
inner world during her illness (341). Besides, in Woolf’s passage from 
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“The Mark on the Wall,” she relates trees to human afterlife (CSF 84). 
She also refers to the other world with the image of forests in The Waves 
(1931): “‘Forests and far countries on the other side of the world,’ said 
Rhoda, ‘are in it [this globe] . . .’” (109). In such ways, Woolf suggests 
that there is a close relationship between forests and the afterlife. Having 
a mystic idea about life after death, she often refers to the time after the 
characters’ deaths. For example, in The Voyage Out, she writes: “They [the 
clouds] seemed to narrow the space between earth and heaven . . .” (368). 
Also, she once writes in her diary: “Yet heaven help me, have a feeling 
that I’ve reached the no man’s land that I’m after; and can pass from outer 
to inner and inhabit eternity. A queer very happy free feeling . . .” (AWD 
250). Just as Clarissa in Mrs Dalloway affirms life after death, believing 
that part of a character goes on living in things and people, Evelyn in The 
Voyage Out believes in “the immortality of the soul” (362-63). She says, 
“I’m positive Rachel’s not dead” (362) even after she died. These beliefs 
of the characters, it may be pointed out, were influenced by spiritualism, 
which was prevalent in England at the time. Janet Oppenheim asserts: “The 
emergence of spiritualism in a period of religious perplexity and tension 
was not, of course, coincidental” (59). She adds: “Spiritualism, combining 
this deeply rooted belief with the reassurance of human survival after death, 
exerted a natural attraction” (61). Woolf seems to have been influenced by 
these beliefs. Like Evelyn, Woolf herself implies the eternity of the inner 
self in her letter to Lytton Strachey. The passage from the letter goes as 
follows explaining the concept of The Voyage Out: “What I wanted to do 
was to give the feeling of a vast tumult of life, as various and disorderly 
as possible, which should be cut short for a moment by the death, and 
go on again— . . .” (L II 82). In Woolf’s idea, the afterlife exists, while 
forests also being there. 
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Forests are what they are, while at the same time relating to human 
consciousness. As Woolf tried to fuse the inner and the outer worlds in her 
writings, Rachel in the novel wishes to connect what seems to stand binary, 
or what is dark and what is clear: nights and days: “ . . . the nights were 
black bars separating her from the days; she would have liked to run both 
nights and days into one long continuity of sensation” (223). The expression 
“one long continuity” is used here, but it can be suitable for expressing 
forests that have long existence and continuing relation to human minds. 
As trees, they soothe characters simply by their solidity. Although trees 
are solid and substantial, they are close to humans and human inner lives. 
Woolf questions the nature of life, finding that it is both solid and shifting 
(AWD 138). Forests have the similar characteristics. For those affinities, 
she places forests as companions of humans and makes full use of them in 
The Voyage Out. Forests in The Voyage Out are one of Woolf’s significant 
means of expressing life. 
Abbreviations 
AWD A Writer’s Diary, ed. Leonard Woolf (Harcourt, 2003).
CSF The Complete Shorter Fiction of Virginia Woolf, ed. Susan Dick (Harcourt, 1989). 
L I The Letters of Virginia Woolf. Vol. I, eds. Nigel Nicolson and Joanne Trautmann 
(Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1975). 
L II The Letters of Virginia Woolf. Vol. II, eds. Nigel Nicolson and Joanne Trautmann 
(Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1976). 
SOED Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, ed. Judy Pearsall (Oxford UP, 2003). 
Notes 
This paper is based on a paper read at the 105th Regular Meeting of the Virginia 
Woolf Society of Japan at Doshisha University on March 24th, 2012. 
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1. C. Ruth Miller and Lawrence Miller write that Clive Bell “contributed to the 
portrait of Terence Hewet” (x). 
2. The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary gives a similar explanation of the word 
“forest” and the word “wood(s).” (A) “wood(s)” is defined as “A collection of 
trees growing more or less thickly together ( . . . ) over a considerable area; a 
piece of ground covered with trees, with or without undergrowth (3665), while a 
“forest” is defined as “A large tract of land covered with trees and undergrowth 
sometimes mixed with pasture ( . . . ); the trees growing in such a tract” (1011). 
3. Woolf herself likens the inner world to a forest in Orlando: . . . everything was 
partly something else, and each gained an odd moving power from this union of 
itself and something not itself so that with this mixture of truth and falsehood her 
mind became like a forest in which things moved; . . . (323). 
4. Fallen trees often appear in Woolf’s writings. Woolf records an episode of a falling 
tree in her essay “Reading” (1919) (152). 
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